Morphogens in vertebrate development: how do they work?
The idea that concentration gradients of crucial substances might control the pattern of development, even in the embryos of complex organisms, has been around for a long time, but mostly in obscure forms. Twenty five years ago clear, experimentally testable ideas about how such gradients might work were enunciated, and more recently the morphogen gradient principle was shown to underlie the beginnings of patterning in Drosophila. Is it also central to vertebrate development? Four recent papers raise experimentation to a new level, while showing how difficult it might be to pin down the precise form of the mechanism.